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March 7: The Urban Development and Ecology Secretariat (SEDUE) declared a stage two smog
alert for Mexico City which lasted for almost three days. When the alert was announced at mid-day,
ozone levels in the northwestern part of the city had reached 315 points on the Metropolitan Air
Quality Index (IMECA). The internationally accepted maximum is 100 points. High temperatures
and low wind velocity aggravated the problem. Under stage two of its Environmental Contingency
Plan, SEDUE ordered the 60 most polluting firms in the northern part of the metropolitan area to
immediately reduce operations by 50%. In addition, the city government cut public transportation
by 50%, and the federal and city governments issued public service announcements, calling on
residents to refrain from driving and physical exercise. The stage two alert remained in effect until
Sunday morning, March 10, when winds cleared the smog and brought IMECA levels below 200.
The only previous stage two alert was declared in January 1988, when the ozone level exceeded
300 points on the IMECA scale for the first time. March 8: Alfonso Cipres Villareal, president of
the Mexican Ecologist Movement (MEM), called the government's emergency plan to protect city
residents from severe health risks "completely insufficient." Jorge Gonzalez Torres, president of the
Mexican Ecology Party (PEM), said that because the government lacks sufficient resources to ensure
compliance with restrictions by polluting industries, "the plan only works on paper." According to
Gonzalez, SEDUE warns the public too late (the following day) about dangerous pollution levels
and necessary precautions. The PEM, he said, will soon submit a petition to the National Human
Rights Commission (CNDH) "to demand that SEDUE provide accurate and timely information" to
protect Mexico City residents. Dr. Victor Sanchez y Sanchez of the National Respiratory Infections
Institute said that high ozone levels lead to premature aging and weaken the body's immune
system, making people susceptible to respiratory infections and other ailments. He added, "Soon we
are going to see many cases of cancer and pulmonary fibrosis." March 9: Dozens of birds in Mexico
City's Chapultepec park perished. During a soccer game at the Azteca stadium, two members of a
visiting team had to be removed from the field result of respiratory problems. According to statistics
provided to Spanish news service EFE by Homero Aridjis, president of the Grupo de los Cien (an
environmental group comprised of high-profile persons in the media, arts, science, among other
fields), manufacturing processes and vehicle exhaust spew 5 million tons of contaminants into the
atmosphere every year. The Mexican Workers Confederation (CTM) blames pollution for a large
proportion of the 12 million sick days per year taken by workers in Mexico City. In addition, 1,300
deaths and 20,000 cases of permanent disability per year are attributed to air pollution. Another
indicator of the seriousness of the capital's air pollution is that numerous foreign companies and
governments provide hazard pay to employees and diplomats, respectively, due to the health risk
of breathing in Mexico City. March 19: SEDUE announced a new program to reduce air pollution
in Mexico City. The program includes more rigorous controls imposed on the metro area's 1,032
worst industrial polluters, creation of an industrial air inspection office, $1.3 billion in financing
for new anti-pollution equipment (including new taxis and minibuses to replace older models),
and hourly announcements of IMECA pollution levels. Between 75 and 80% of air pollution in
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the capital is attributed to vehicle exhaust. An estimated 40,000 taxis and 15,000 minibuses will be
replaced over the next two years, and all models are scheduled for replacement within four years.
The city's subway system is to be expanded. On the same day, Luis German Carcoba, president
of the Industrial Chambers Confederation (CONCAMIN), said that an estimated 500 firms in the
capital city area may be closed down for failure to comply with anti-pollution regulations. (Sources:
AP, 03/07/91, 03/19/91; EFE, 03/11/91; Notimex, 03/07/91, 03/08/91, 03/19/91; Agence France-Presse,
03/08/91, 03/20/91; La Jornada, 03/08/91, 03/12/91; The Mexico City News, Uno Mas Uno, 03/09/91,
03/12/91; El Financiero, 03/12/91)
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